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Alex Tigchelaar a.k.a. Sasha Van Bon Bon Toronto/Montreal When I started the Scandelles with Cat Nimmo, we would write shows where I would be the host. I would dance certain numbers, but I glued them together with monologues. I wouldn't intro duce the acts directly; I'd introduce them through implication or insinuation.
I have hosted traditional cabaret shows too without my own company that I haven't written, and that requires a different attitude.
For example, I hosted one recently that was a fundraiser for the organization Stella at the Wiggle Room in Montreal, gener ously put on by a lot of the girls who do burlesque in this city. My intention in that space was to get people both jazzed about the girls dancing and interested in the history of Stella, as well as in the history of sex work in Montreal and how important sex work ers have been to this city.
I created the character of the hag as a host of certain cabarets because I feel that as the character of an older woman, I am blessed with both visibility and invisibility, and that provides me with the space to basically say anything and get away with it. And I think audiences want to see someone who might push that boundary, someone who might just be a little feral. And so, I think that is the role of the emcee, to keep people on the edge of their seats, and to feel that they might be called out at any moment.
It's fun to call someone out. I guess I honed that skill by being a sex columnist, because I realized that people would often com ment on my columns the most when I had berated or spanked somebody, so to speak.
Cabaret hostess Alex Tigchelaar. Photo by R. Kelly Clipperton -NOTICEABLE, kellyclipperton.com It's an enormous responsibility being the emcee. I prefer to keep my mind on the audience and on the variety of tasks you need to perform, which often involves basic housekeeping. So I talk about tipping the bartenders, or the dancers, or the prizes that are available if the cabaret is a fundraiser. In queer commun ities, people go to cabarets to be seen, to pick up, and they want to be acknowledged, and being acknowledged in that particu lar way makes you part of that space, it seals it, you are part of the community. Tammy WhyNot is a country western singer who has turned lesbian performance artist. I grew up in southwestern Virginia in a hillbilly background, and that's the last thing I wanted to do, so in a lot of ways for me appropriating the country western character was a re-appropriation of an identity I had rejected. Sometimes I do workshops about hostessing, and one of the things I talk about is to take that part of yourself that might feel like a failure and take hold of it and make it work for you, that part of you that you think might fail socially, because if you take hold of that and do that for other people, then they are going to be more comfortable socially and that's what Tammy does.
I love being
So Tammy became my hostess at WOW in the 1980s, and that was very informal, very easygoing, very familiar. I wouldn't say that was stressful at all; it was just about me being the den mother of the place, being the hostess and using those hostessing skills to make people feel comfortable.
Years later, in London, I started doing Tammy in the live arts scene. Tammy could 'not get it' on behalf of everyone else. She could be welcoming to the act that comes out, the act that does this wackamamie thing, this beautifully constructed piece of per formance art which a lot of the people in the audience may or may not get. Tammy can come out with a loving perspective and say, "Um, could somebody explain that to me?" So she could sort of pick it apart-not in a negative way whatsoever-but allow people to know that we all enter into that understanding of what we are seeing on many different levels. My emcee Tammy allows people to fail because she herself can fail.
I think it is a kind of positive feminist approach to hosting: how can we be the best that we can all be, not how can I be great in the context of all these other great people.
I think it is a kind of positive feminist approach to hosting: how can we be the best that we can all be, not how can I be great in the context of all these other great people. I really am committed to that, as an emcee, as someone who is the interlocutor. I like to use the word 'interlocutor,' a term that I strangely learned as a young person growing up in the South when we had minstrel shows. So there were the end men, which were the people in blackface, and there was the interlocutor. Now the interlocutor was the emcee, but the emcee of that particular kind of minstrel show would be some one who talked with the end men and also talked with the audience and also introduced the acts, so he pulled all these really horrifying but you know incongruous worlds together. But I do like the term, I don't like that context, but that is where I first learned it.
Dayna McLeod Montreal
I grew up watching a lot of television, so I certainly looked to latenight TV hosting and also the lack of ladies in those roles. I paid attention to how people are talked to in those entertainment situ ations, and also for me-glamour, glamour, glamour-The Law rence Welk Show was very influential. When I started emceeing, I always had a gown and big hair, a bit of a drag approach to femin inity. Also, I think I learned early on, we are throwing a party, so let's have a fun time. And also to take care of the performers who are sharing their time, I think that is key for me; you want them at their best because then the show is going be at its best.
I host under my own name. Dayna McLeod is the persona I would say. Sometimes [on her] best behaviour, sometimes worst behaviour.
Certainly, you're there and doing the job of emceeing, but the show is for the performers, and you certainly don't want the audi ence to turn against the performers you are introducing because of something you did. I think that's ethically wrong! As an emcee, am I the butt of the joke? Happily. Absolutely. If that makes a bet ter show, fantastic. If you as an audience want to take me on and heckle me, it can only make it better. An example of that: I hosted a show in Toronto, and the pow er went out. And we had projections and a computer fuck up, so what you gonna do? It was an older queer crowd, and the theme of the night was Tops and Bottoms, and so I went, "Alright so . . . let's do a little matchmaking while we wait for the power to come back on, so let's start with the base 'cause we all know who the tops are, like hello! So who are the bottoms?" And then (silence) and I ask, "Really, Toronto? Not one person in this room is a bottom?" And that, pardon the pun, opened itself up, right? Because then I just got to riff on that there were no bottoms in Toronto at this gay club! They had sex rooms upstairs! So I asked, "How does this work then? Top on top?" For me it writes itself, if nobody is going to claim they are a bottom at a super mega gay sex club! There are no bottoms in Toronto? . . . Really?!?!
Earl Dax New York City/Montreal
The emcee is the glue that keeps it together, and certainly in terms of the Weimar New York show that I produced, that was always the biggest question for me. They set the tone for the evening, they keep it moving when it needs to move, they are the audience's way into what's happening, and it's a pivotal role.
There are a lot of good emcees, but there are not many excep tional ones. For me, Mx Justin Vivian Bond is the gold standard. But I like someone who surprises me, who is present, who can take things that happen in the moment and incorporate them into whatever they are doing. Someone who can improvise and just be very alive and very honest and engaging. But again that element of surprise, Justin is just so brilliant at it. There are a lot of emcees that will give you razzle-dazzle and an amped-up persona. That's fine, but we're not at the Barnum and Bailey circus.
Mostly, my own emceeing tends to be the lower profile events. I used to do these two parallel events for a while, Weimar NY was the marquee event, and then Tingle Tangle Club, we would do in Williamsburg in this DIY space called Glasslands. Tingle Tangle was very off the cuff and raw, and I would host that, or co-host that. For the other event, Pussy Faggot, Penny Arcade is our resi dent host, but she generally does the prime-time slot from say ten to midnight, and I'll do the early slot or the late slot. For myself, I can't overthink it; it's also my procrastinating nature, and the combination of endorphins or whatever fuels my synapses doesn't really kick in if I'm sitting there two weeks before the event think ing about it.
Someone like Penny, and someone like Justin, the persona and the person are pretty integrated so when you see them emcee ing or you have coffee with them at a café-obviously when they are onstage it's heightened-but there's not a lot of dissonance between the person and the persona.
Another thing that I like in an emcee is a sense of clear and present danger. While you are laughing and enjoying this emcee performer, you also feel as though it's not entirely impossible that 
Danette MacKay a.k.a. MaTante Montreal
The very first Kiss My Cabaret show was the very first time I em ceed, and I had no idea what I was doing. I had seen this show in New York, the Va Va Voom Room at the Fez nightclub, and that was my big inspiration. I came back to Montreal, I talked to Mauro Pezzente at the Casa del Popolo about renting their venue, the Sala Rosa, and making it a regular thing, and that was that. I just figured I would host because I was putting it together.
I didn't model the emceeing on anything, but I did say to myself, "I think I should have another persona" and that was when the characters of Madame and MaTante were born. I thought I should also have the straight person (myself ) who comes out and introduces people and so I would start with a monologue, in Eng lish and in French, or sing a song. I had this little signature thing I would do, but it was me, and then MaTante [would take over].
Daniel Desormeaux, my dear friend who became Madame, and I had this thing we would do just for fun when we would see each other. We were both raised as francophones in Ontario and start speaking with those accents, like our aunts, expressions like "Jettes pas ça!," "C'est encore bon!," or, if we'd be eating something, "J'aimerais la recette!" And I thought they would be so funny [as Kiss My Cabaret hosts] because they're universal; even though they are so specifically francophone, these women are in every single culture. And although they were very religious, they were extreme ly-without really realizing it-they are all-embracing of every race, every age, every gender, because they are all about the love.
I never commented on the acts other than to say, "Oh, wasn't that great, next we have . . ." Even when there were times that it was shockingly bad, which of course was one of the expectations. There might be an eye-roll, but I would never comment; I would leave it to the audience to decide if they loved it or hated it. 
I don't like it when an emcee is overly unctuous and effusive. . . . You're almost better off insulting them, lowering the bar a bit so then they can wow onstage.
Alexis O'Hara and Guizo LaNuit can both be very irreverent. I think one time there was a poet who actually objected to being introduced by me because she did not like my irreverent style, but mostly people get a tickle out of it even if it is a little bit at their expense. I don't like it when an emcee is overly unctuous and ef fusive. If you are the act that is being introduced, it's always kind of embarrassing to come up onstage after somebody has said "the amazing and talented . . . this next act is SOOOO funny!" That's just murder to the act. You're almost better off insulting them, lowering the bar a bit so then they can wow onstage. If after the act is over, the only thing you're remembering is how the emcee introduced them, then they weren't a very good act! One of the reasons I like being an emcee so much is that I've always been interested in humour and improvisation, and I think about these things as being means by which to get people situated in a present-minded awareness. There is nothing more presentminded than the emcee; they are literally saying, "In this moment one thing just ended and now a new thing will begin."
In many ways, my art is not that different from my cabaret practice-if you can call it that-because although I perform in a lot of different media when I am doing performance, I have that awareness that I'm talking to an audience; I don't pretend that that's not happening. So within that there's an acknowledge ment/admonishment/embellishment of the audience. You're thankful that they are there, but if they're not reacting enthusias tically enough, then they are ripe for the picking as far as insults doi:10.3138/ctr.177.010 ctr 177 winter 2019
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Guizo LaNuit (a.k.a. Alexis O'Hara). Photo by Aaron Pollard, 2boys.tv are concerned. I had a disastrous Quebec City gig once where I thought I would need a police escort to get out of that room, after all the mean things I was saying to that audience! But I think in general people do dig the ribbing. They feel like suddenly they are seen, even if they are seen and we're making fun of them.
Keith Cole Toronto
My emcee career really started with the Hard Working Homos and the Cheap Queers cabarets in about 1992/93, and that went on for many, many years, And then I did a lot of burlesque stuff, and tons and tons of fundraisers, for everything you can ever imagine.
Toronto cabaret host Keith Cole.
Photo by David Leyes, davidleyes.com
My technique now is way more reflecting on the times; now I look at myself as more of a buffoon. I remember I did something right after 9/11. It was 9/12, and not that many people showed up. I talked about 9/11. Some people thought it was too soon, but I didn't want to hear about 9/11 in nine or twelve months, I wanted to hear about it in the now. I think about that, being a sort of mirror to what's happening in the current times, and sometimes it's very controversial. But when someone is doing that as an em cee, they are doing their job.
Years ago, I was hosting this big thing for Fife House, and the show was going on way too long. I was on the side. Full house, and then somebody from the audience came behind the curtains and said, "Keith, this is really boring. It's awful. Do something quick." It was just some Joe from the audience, so that's when I decided to just piss all over the floor, right in front of where that guy was. You wanted it; here it is. Of course, he turned on me. But in the end, you have to own it, or just hide under a sofa. It was weird who came through in the end [with support]. Other people were horrified, but in the end some of those guys, the clients, were [saying,] "It's ok, we're cool with it. We've fucked up too, and this is probably how we got into this mess, so let's embrace it and move forward."
I just kind of turned it around. But people later reacted, sent me horrible letters. But like Debbie Reynolds said, "Never respond." Never drunkenly go, "Well I'll tell you . . ." NEVER. Eventually, one of my critics went to prison. He was stealing from Fife House. This massive criminal, and here he was pointing his finger at me and then five years later he's behind bars because he's extorting money from an AIDS organization. Dude! He is out of jail now; I see him around, and I guess he's all reformed and changed, and now he's all, "Hi, how are you?" And I am just Deb bie Reynolds, "Never respond." Twenty-five years in show busi ness, just never say a word. 
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